A problem confronting Snowy Owls (Nyctea scandiaca) in their southern incursions is the shortage of food. This difficulty is raised by the presence of other raptors that feed on small mammals. This note shows how little food is found by migrant Snowy Owls and indicates a complex temporary ecological solution.
A problem confronting Snowy Owls (Nyctea scandiaca) in their southern incursions is the shortage of food. This difficulty is raised by the presence of other raptors that feed on small mammals. This note shows how little food is found by migrant Snowy Owls and indicates a complex temporary ecological solution.
At Tatoosh Island, Washington (48"24' N, 124" 44' W) on 25 November 1973, we observed a Snowy Owl near a cache of three dead Short-eared Owls ( Asio fhzmmeus). The latter anneared to have been killed and partially consumed. -Their dorsal feathers had been ruffled, there were small wounds in the head, the pectoral musculature of two individuals had been eaten, and three of the six eyes devoured. We first saw the Snowy Owl when it was perched within 20 m of its alleged prey midden, during a time of severe food shortage for these large owls. In all, five Snowy Owls inhabited this small (6.5-ha) island. Of these, one was subsequently found dead, one was hand-caught by U.S. Coast Guard personnel, and the remaining three disappeared within 10 days. Total residence time of the owls on the island was less than three weeks, a further indication that this was unsuitable long-term habitat. The owls presumably left for the mainland, a distance of less than one mile.
The island vegetation consisted almost entirely of thicket, primarily salal (Gaultheriu shuZlon) and salmonberry (Rubus spectabilis). Migrating Snowy Owls in the normal range of Short-eared Owls take similar prey items. Both species feed, perhaps preferentially, on small rodents (not known to occur on Tatoosh) and will also take small birds. The Snowv Owl has a broader diet and it anpears to be more opportunistic (for instance, it has been known to eat fish and offal), especially during migration (A. K. Fisher, U.S. Dept. Agric. Bull. 3: l-210, 1893). When a large raptor kills and feeds upon smaller raptors of the same trophic level, as has been often reported in the literature, the larger raptor in the process of procuring food also annihilates a potential competitor. We emphasize, however, that our data are too circumstantial to allow an evaluation of the importance of this benefit.
We gratefully acknowledge the logistic support of the United States Coast Guard. The sequence of testing the birds was changed each day of observation, so that no bird would always be the first or last to be tested. The birds were deprived of sand for 24 h before each observation period.
Section of Ecology and
The birds were divided into two groups, each consisting of two males and three females. Group 1 served as a control group, while group 2 consisted of birds that would have an induced molt. We observed each bird for 20 days, after which time each control bird was force-fed 2 ml of water on each of two successive days. On the same days, experimental birds each received three 0.3 mg crystalline thyroxine tablets dissolved in 2 ml of water. The total amount of thyroxine received by each experimental bird was 1.8 mg. Until the experimental birds started molting, we made no further observations; however, presentation of sand was continued throughout this waiting period. We observed the birds for 20 days after the onset of molt. Following thyroxine administration, the experimental birds molted their body feathers extensively (Miller 1935) .
The molt began four days after giving the last dose of thyroxine.
The proportional change (expressed as percentage of pre-treatment behavior) in each component of dustbathing behavior was calculated (Fig. 1) . Control birds exhibited no significant differences (t test, LY = 0.05) in the number of dust tosses, head rubs, and side rubs performed before and after the treatment.
Experimental birds showed significant decreases (t test, (Y = 0.05) in number of dust tosses, head rubs, and side rubs performed, between pre-and post-treatment conditions.
Our results show significantly less dustbathing during molt. They do not support Potter and Hauser' s (1974) suggestion that dustbathing serves to apply heat to rapidly molting feather tracts. If dustbathing functioned in this way, an increase in each component of dustbathing behavior would have been expected during molt. Our results affirm the regulatory function of dustbathing proposed by Borchelt and colleagues.
Dustbathing removes lipid from the plumage when it is absorbed by dust and shaken out of the feathers (Borchelt and Duncan 1974). During molt, many contour feathers are shed. Less time is required for dust to penetrate all feather layers, and to be shaken out. It should thus take less time to remove lipids from the feathers, which is reflected by the lower number of dust tosses, head rubs, and side rubs performed.
